My summary of an article by J. H. Whyte (published in 1966)

 I’ve been reading a little booklet (25 pages), by historian, J. H. Whyte, entitled “The Tenant League and Irish Politics in the eighteen-fifties”, No. 4 in the Irish History Series, published for the Dublin Historical Society in 1966. It is really easy to read and a great help in understanding a period in Irish history that most historians skip over. Whyte begins by saying:

 The Tenant League of the eighteen-fifties can hardly be counted as one of the more fruitful of Irish political movements. It lasted only a few years, and it fell to pieces before a single one of the reforms for which it worked had been obtained. It is of interest to historians primarily, perhaps, because it marked a false start. (p. 3)

He asks why it was that the Independent Party achieved so little, when the Irish Parliament Party led by Parnell, just thirty years later, achieved so much. In answering that question he first gives a short background to Irish politics in the eighteen-fifties. Under the sub-heading, “Divisions in Parliament”, he explains that Parliament (654 members) was divided into three parties: the Liberals; the Conservatives; and the Peelites, who had split off from the Conservatives in 1846, and who occupied an intermediate position, leaning towards the Liberals. He says that the relative strengths of the parties were not greatly affected by the various general elections in the course of the decade. He says that the Liberals – or at least the Liberals with the support of the Peelites – were in a permanent majority and so should have been in office the whole time, but an important feature of British politics at the time was the lack of cohesion of the parties. Members on both sides of the House frequently voted against their own whips. He says:

 The advocates of an independent Irish party believed that this situation, with British parties so fluid and amorphous, was a favourable one in which to build up an Irish party. In this they may have been mistaken: a situation in which tightly-disciplined and evenly balanced parties could be played off against each other might have suited them better. In the event, however, the question remained an academic one. The Irish party, as we shall see, never had a chance to discover what kind of British party system would have suited it best: its own problems at the time in Ireland brought it too rapidly to the ground. (p. 4)

Under the sub-heading, “Divisions in Ireland”, Whyte explains that the Irish MPs were either Liberal or Conservative - there was only one Peelite member. He explains that the Liberal party was made up of all those who wanted extensive reforms, whether constitutional, ecclesiastical, or economic. And this meant that there could be considerable differences among Liberals, but they did feel themselves as belonging in some sense to a common party. He goes on to say that that rise of an independent Irish party did not mean the emergence of a third party: the Irish independents thought of themselves as a sub-party within the Liberals. He says that the Liberal MPs in Ireland, who were not among the Irish independents, were another sub-group and were usually called Whigs (at that time). So party divisions can be seen as 

(1) Conservatives; 

(2) Liberals (a) advocates of an independent Irish party, (b) advocates of continued co-operation with English Liberals (Whigs).

Under the sub-heading, “The Nature of the Irish Electoral System”, he says that in the eighteen-fifties only 10% of the adult male population had the vote. The bulk of rank-and-file electors, probably were farmers and shopkeepers. He says: 

 The two most influential groups in the country were the landlords and the Catholic clergy. The causes of their influence aroused some controversy.  The critics of each group accused them of resorting to intimidation: landlords were accused of forcing tenants to vote as they wished by threats of eviction, and priests were alleged to threaten spiritual punishments from the altar. As these were the days before the ballot, when an elector could not conceal his vote from other people, the opportunities for intimidation at any rate existed…. So, for the advocates of an independent Irish party to succeed, they needed to enlist the good will of a substantial number of landlords, or clergy, or both. (p. 5)

At this point, Whyte goes on to describe the origins and rise of the Tenant Right League, the founding of the League in 1850, the revival of religious agitation in 1850-51 with the enactment of the Ecclesiastical Bill, the reaction of MPs who represented Catholic constituencies in Ireland, the forming of the Catholic Defence Association (often called the Pope’s Brigade), and the alliance between the League and the Brigade. Whyte tells the story very well, but I think the bones of it are available online, so I will skip over it.  The general election of July 1852 produced very encouraging results for the advocates of an independent Irish party. Nearly every member of the Brigade who stood for re-election was successful, and of the new-elected Liberal members, most declared with varying degrees of emphasis for the policy of remaining independent of all English parties. Whyte says:

 The League leaders decided to consolidate the results of the elections. In September 1852 they called a conference in Dublin to consider the future management of the tenants’ cause. The conference was attended by forty-one M.P’s. as well as by scores of the League’s supporters from every province in Ireland…. Whyte says:

 [They decided they should] hold themselves “independent of, and in opposition to” all governments which did not fully meet the demands of the Tenant League. (p. 14)

He continues:

 The total number of M.P’s.  who had endorsed the principle of independence in one way or another appears to have been forty-eight. This is an impressive figure when it is remembered that two years previously no such Irish party had existed at all. It compares favourably with the strength of the other groups – forty-one Conservatives, fifteen Whigs, and one Peelite – who made up the rest of the representation of Ireland. (p. 14)

At this point, Whyte begins to describe the decline of the Tenant League over the following 7 years. He tells of the defection of Sadlier and Keogh, the quarrel with Archbishop Cullen (1854-5), the partial recovery of the League (1856-7) and then the end of the League in 1858-9, when the remaining members differed on the exact meaning of the pledge they had taken; this difference led to six members voting with the government in favour of a bill, and five voting in opposition. They never again acted as a body.

However, Whyte, in the conclusion to the article, says, that these events (the defection, the quarrel and the dispute regarding the pledge) were obstacles that would have been overcome but for other underlying problems embedded deep in the structure of Irish politics at the time:

 Firstly, there was the influence of the patronage system. The patronage system was the method whereby civil servants were recruited at this period: they were selected not by competitive examination, but by ministers on the recommendation, generally, of M.P’s. This had an important political effect at two levels. First, it attracted M.P’s. to the ruling party, for M.P’s. found the power of distributing government patronage useful in strengthening their own position in their own constituencies. Secondly, it attracted rank-and-file electors in the same direction, because they knew that only by attaching themselves to some M.P. supporting the government could they hope to obtain official position. This system worked to the profit of the Conservatives and the main body of the Liberals alternately, for they held office in turn. But it worked permanently to the disadvantage of an independent Irish party, which in the nature of the case would never hold office at all.

A second difficulty in the way of the Tenant League was the influence over the electorate of the landlords. The landlords, as we have already seen, were electorally one of the two most influential groups in the country. They were not united politically: though most were Conservatives, a number were Whigs. But the one group that they were not likely to support was the independent Irish party. The Tenant League, with its programme of radical land reform, appeared to strike directly at their class interest, and by and large landlord influence was a constant factor against the League. This might not have mattered so much if the League could have been equally sure of the support of the other great electoral force, the Catholic clergy. But whereas in 1852 the clergy seem on the whole to have thrown their weight behind independent candidates, by the later fifties they were more divided. The League by quarrelling with Archbishop Cullen had alienated many of them, and at the general election of 1857 perhaps almost as many supported Whigs as independents.

A third obstacle in the way of a movement such as the Tenant League was the shortage of suitable candidates. To sit in Parliament in the nineteenth century was an extremely expensive occupation. M.P’s. were not paid, and had themselves often to pay out enormous sums in election expenses. The result was the reservoir of potential candidates was practically confined to a tiny minority of very wealthy men. In Ireland, landowners provided the majority of such candidates, and it is obvious that few landowners would be willing to endorse the programme of the Tenant League. …the Tenant League received staunch support from a large landowner like G. H. Moore. But such exceptions were few, and the difficulty of finding reliable candidates was probably the most serious single obstacle to the building up of the independent Irish party.

So serious, indeed, were the difficulties in the way of building up such a party that it might well be asked how it achieved even the degree of success that it initially did attain. The answer has already been hinted at: it is that the psychological atmosphere of the years 1850-52 was unusually favourable to the independent cause, so that electors, local organizers, and even candidates were carried away in an enthusiasm which made them temporarily indifferent to the pressures that would otherwise have swayed them. But such crisis conditions were unlikely to last. Religious passions soon died down, for British governments were prudent enough to avoid further provocations; and meanwhile the force of agrarian discontent was being weakened by economic revival. From 1852 onwards there was a run of good harvests, emigration declined, savings went up and a measure of comparative prosperity spread across the country (pp 21-2)

Finally Whyte answers the question he asked at the beginning. He shows how greatly changed the political structures had become by the time that Parnell was leading the Irish Parliamentary Party in the 1880s:

 The Nationalist party of the late nineteenth century, on the other hand, did not have to face such obstacles, and it had a very different history. The establishment of a fund from which M.P’s. could be paid meant that candidates were no longer limited to men of wealthy backgrounds and conservative inclinations. The Ballot Act and the Land League agitation had destroyed the basis of landlord influence. And the introduction of competitive entry into the civil service had done away with the system of maintaining political influence by patronage. The structure of Irish politics being no longer weighted against a popular party, the Nationalists not only attained a strength much greater than their predecessors, but they also maintained their strength when agitation was dormant. Having reached a total of eighty-six in 1885, they never fell below eighty (counting all the factions of Nationalists together) in the next thirty years. But in the eighteen-fifties, as in the eighteen-thirties and eighteen-forties, organising an independent party with a radical programme meant going right against the grain of the Irish political system. The hopes of the Tenant League in building up such a party appear to have been desperate from the start. (p. 24).

